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With the Baronage fell the Church as a political
power in the country. She still supplied ministers,
and her wealth remained great, but her influence
was gone; the Church ceased to be the leader and
instructress of the people. Yet, on the surface, her
position was stronger than ever. The Lancastrians
had been obliged to lean upon the clergy as well as
upon Parliament, and the might of royal authority
had been exerted against the enemies of the Church.
The first persecuting statute of English history, the
" De Heretico Comburrendo" (1401), had been
enacted against the Lollards, and that party, though
it continued to exist, ceased to be dangerous.
Abroad, the Emperor Sigismund had assembled the
Council of Constance where the u Great Schism " was
at last healed and the unity of the Church restored,
while the heretics of Bohemia suffered the same fate
as their brethren in England. Everywhere the posi-
tion of the Church was apparently improved, and
the attacks upon her ceased. But this was merely
a false peace; the calm before a greater storm. It
gave her a last chance to reform herself and she
lost it, The great ecclesiastics had learnt nothing;
their vices and corruption increased ; the respect of
mankind was forfeited and no effort was made to
regain it. Already the Renaissance had begun in
* Italy, accompanied by an open contempt for religion.
While the English were being defeated in Guienne,
the last Emperor of the East Romans fell in the
great breach of the wall of Constantinople; and
while Lancastrians and Yorkists were fighting', the
fugitive Greeks were sowing the seeds of the New